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MAKING

H

FLORIDA

0

ME

0 A FLORIDIAN, HOME MIGHT JUST AS WELL BE A TIN-ROOFED CRACKER HOUSE, A
SEMINOLE CHICKEE, A BEACHFRONT CONDO, A DOUBLE -WIDE MOBILE HOME OR A
CBS (CONCRETE-BLOCK-AND-STUCCO) RESIDENCE.

OF 13 MILLION RESIDENTS,

NEARLY 10 MILLION WERE BORN ELSEWHERE. FOR MANY FLORIDIANS, HOME REMAINS
WHERE THE HEART IS- A BRICK BUNGALOW IN TOLEDO, AN APARTMENT IN BROOKLYN, A CASA IN HAVANA OR A FARM HOUSE IN GEORGIA.

•

OUR ROOTS ARE ELSE-

WHERE AND OUR SENSE OF HOME IS WRAPPED TIGHTLY IN THOSE ROOTS. WE OFTEN DO NOT ASSOCIATE THE FACTORS AND FEELINGS THAT CONSTITUTE HOME AND COMMUNITY WITH FLORIDA; WE
ESTABLISH NO KINSHIP WITH FLORIDA. WE ARE UNABLE TO MAKE IT HOME. •

IN 1992, THE FLORI-

DA HUMANITIES COUNCIL (FHC) ADOPTED "MAKING FLORIDA HOME" AS ITS PROGRAM THEME FOR
THE NEXT FIVE YEARS. WE ARE CONDUCTING A STATEWIDE CONVERSATION WITH FLORIDIANS ABOUT
THE MEANING OF HOME. WE ALSO WANT TO IDENTIFY THOSE FACETS OF FLORIDA
CULTURE THAT INFLUENCE OUR ABILITY AND WILLINGNESS TO CLAIM FLORIDA AS
OUR HOME. •

WE BELIEVE THAT THESE CONVERSATIONS AND INVESTIGATIONS RAISE

CRUCIAL QUESTIONS ABOUT THE NATURE AND LIMITS OF DIVERSITY: GEOGRAPHIC DIVERSITY, DEMOGRAPHIC DIVERSITY AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY. WITH SUCH DIVERSITY
HOW DO WE FIND UNITY? OUR OBJECTIVE IS TO IDENTIFY THE BALANCE WHEREBY
FLORIDIANS ARE FREE TO FOLLOW INDIVIDUAL AND CULTURAL IDENTITIES WHILE
MAINTAINING THE ABILITY TO COMMUNICATE WITH EACH OTHER. WE BELIEVE THAT
FLORIDIANS NEED TO IDENTIFY THOSE THINGS ABOUT OUR STATE THAT BIND US TOGETHER, THAT BRING US TO COMMON PURPOSE; WE
BELIEVE WE NEED TO LOOK INWARD TO FIND A COMMON HOMELAND.
SIONED

•

To THAT END, FHC COMMIS -

30 DISTINGUISHED FLORIDA THINKERS -

SCHOLARS, AUTHORS AND POETS -TO PONDER THE
QUESTIONS. THIS ISSUE OF fORUM IS DEVOTED ENTIRELY TO A SELECTION OF THEIR ESSAYS, SHORT STORIES AND POEMS. THESE WRITINGS OFFER NO FORMULAS. RATHER THEY ARE A JUMPING OFF POINT INTEND ED TO BEGIN A CONVERSATION WITH YOU ABOUT AS PECTS OF HOME AND COMMUNITY. THEY ARE THE
FOUNDATION WE ARE BUILDING FOR ONGOING PUBLIC
CONVERSATIONS,

SEMINARS

AND

PROGRAMS

STATEWIDE OVER THE NEXT FOUR YEARS. •

WE HOPE

YOU FIND THIS SPECIAL ISSUE PROVOCATIVE. WE
HOPE YOU WILL THINK ALONG WITH US. •

fLORIDA'S UN!QUE
NATURAL FEATURES,
SUCH AS THIS SLASH
P!NE FOREST NEAR
GAINESVILLE,
PHOTOGRAPHED BY
CLYDE BUTCHER, ARE
ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS
OF "HOME" TO MANY
PEOPLE .

THE DISTINGUISHED
AN ESSAY BY
JOHN ROTHCHILD

ately, when we think of people living in
clans, we think of Yugoslavia, or other
such places where the mountainous
landscape enables tribes to live in isolation, where they can develop a distrust
for the other tribes on the far side of the
hill. Florida lacks hills, yet during the
last 30 years of our remarkable growth, we have
proven that it is possible to create ethnic enclaves
without them.
To the casual observer on either coast, the Florida landscape is monotonous- Bennigan's, Sears,
Charles Schwab, Shell, Pizza Hut, Amoco, Domino's,
Merrill Lynch, The Gap, Wendy's. Cities, towns, and
neighborhoods, once separated by buffer zones of
palmetto scrub or pine forests, now run together into
a big commercial lump. In this conglomeration of
franchises, where the restaurants are the same, the
stores are the same, and the condos and subdivisions
all look the same, it's natural to assume that the patrons also run together into one big cultural lump.
But this has not been the case. In spite of Florida's
appearance of unity, the population continues to sort
itself into tribes.
Without anyone having forced them into it, retirees from Chicago, Pittsburgh, Minneapolis and
other points in the Midwest have naturally gravitated to Florida's Gulf Coast, while the New Englanders have gravitated to the Atlantic side, and the
New Yorkers to the Miami area. This is why Midwestern imports such as smorgasbord and jello salad
can be found everywhere from St. Petersburg to
Naples yet are all but unknown in Miami, and why
the bagel was a staple on the Atlantic side for years,
but rarely seen along the Gulf.
Meanwhile, within an area populated by each
giant clan there are gatherings of sub-clans, such as
the stretch of Hollywood beach in Broward County
occupied by the Canadians, and the beaches at Day4
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tona and Fort Lauderdale overrun by the annual
stampede of college students, the neighborhoods in
Miami Beach controlled by the Lubavitch sect of Orthodox Jews, and certain condos that are filled with
retirees from the same small towns up North.
Clannishness is a national phenomenon, especially with all the recent talk about the melting pot
no longer causing anyone to melt, and with so many
factions asking what the country can do for them. Institutions that once contributed to a sense of community- the factories, the military, the public school
yard- no longer serve as meeting places for rich and
poor, or for immigrants of all stripe. Factories have
closed or moved abroad, the military is a paid army
that the wealthy classes can easily avoid, and the
public schools are left to those who cannot pay the
tuition for an exclusive private school.

STATES OF FLORIDA
THE OLD AND NEW CLANS OF MIAMI BEACH
ARE PERSONIFIED BY THESE ARTISTS,
PHOTOGRAPHED RECENTLY BY WAYNE
FLEISHER. FRENCH STREET PAINTER DECO
(LEFT) CAME TO MIAMI BEACH RECENTLY TO
CAPTURE THE ART DECO REVIVAL ON CANVAS.
SIMCHA ZEV WEINER, AN ORTHODOX ]EW
AND LONG-TIME MIAMI BEACH RESIDENT,
SHOWS A SKETCH HE DREW OF A
SYNAGOGUE THAT HAS BEEN CONVERTED
INTO A NIGHTCLUB.

Florida has attracted a much greater variety of
residents than, say, Maine or Idaho. Those who
come in from the South tend to be immigrants,
refugees, or exiles; those who come in from the
North are third- or fourth-generation Americans,
who long ago forgot how to speak the language of
their ancestors and no longer think of themselves as
Italians, Serbs, or Spaniards. Yet these assimilated
Americans in retirement have chosen to revive the
ethnic distinctions of their ancestors. If anything, the
retirees on the Gulf Coast are more clannish than the
Cubans in Miami.
In the 1950s, the residents of St. Petersburg's
beaches, primarily white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants
with a smattering of Catholics, attempted to fight off
the Tampa clan, comprised of Italians who still
sounded like Italians, and Cubans who still sounded
FALL/WINTER 1993
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like Cubans. Knowing that an outright ban on Italians and Cubans on the beaches would have been illegal (although an outright ban on black people was
still in force), the beachfront municipalities managed
to hold back the Tampans by charging an extra parking fee for cars with Tampa license plates. Thus, an
entire population was cut off from the sea.
If Florida ever decides to break up along ethnic
lines, following the lead of Yugoslavia and
Czechoslovakia, the
division could be
done horizontally or
vertically. In a vertical division, you'd
have the Gulf State
for the Midwesterners and the Atlantic
State for the Northeasterners and the
Central State for the
migrant workers as
well as Florida's most
overlooked minority,
the Florida natives.
This leaves the problem of where to put
the Miami Cubans.
In a horizontal
division, you'd end
up with the Deep
South State to the
north, with Tallahassee as the capital; the
Corporate State in the
middle, with Orlando
as its capital; and the
Exotic State to the
south, with Miami and Key West as alternating capitals.
That Key West and the Panhandle, representing
the bottom and top ends of the peninsula, have both
threatened to secede in recent years is not surprising.
Florida is held together more by inertia, habit and legalism than by any collective spirit. Florida may
have a state bird and a state flower, but it lacks a
hero, such as the Texas cowboy, to unite its people.
Even though a real cowboy is a vanishing breed,
Texans to the right and left continue to rally around
the idea of the cowboy. Suburbanites with riding
mowers and Chicanos with pick-up trucks can both
identify with it. There is a sort of campfire solidarity
among Texans.
Florida has at least two characters that might
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provide the same sort of mythological glue-the native Cracker and the native Conch, but neither has
caught on. The Cracker is a relative of the Southern
Good Old Boy, but Florida is a Southern state only in
its northern extremity. On race relations, Florida
may have a Deep South record, but during the Civil
War itself, Florida's loyalties were suspected. In the
crusade against the Yankees, Florida took the same
pragmatic approach as Venice, Italy, did in the crusades against the
Turks. It did a profitable business with
both sides. (In the
more recent drug
war, Florida has once
again been adept at
doing business with
both sides.)
The Conch is a
more likely Florida
archetype, being a
combination
vagabond and beachcomber, a generally
lackadaisical character who survived by
smuggling, in doing
odd jobs, and reselling furniture that
was salvaged from
shipwrecks. Having
discovered the great
value of shipwrecks,
and frustrated over
having to wait for
them to occur accidentally, the Conchs
showed considerable initiative in changing the channel markers and putting up lights to lure passing
ships onto the reefs. Thus, the Conchs maximized
their return from tourism, a goal shared by many
motel and restaurant owners today.
Conchs come from the Florida Keys, where they
have fought a losing battle to isolate their clan from
the general population, and instead of sharing their
Conchism they have preferred to keep it to themselves.
There are several additional factors, beyond
those mentioned above, that seem to encourage the
clannishness of Floridians. These include the inviting
landscape, the abundance of retirees, the lack of substance, the lack of suffering, and the suspect geography. Let's take them one at a time.

Florida is held
together more by
inertia, habit and
legalism than by any
collective spirit.
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WRITER]OHN
RoTHCHILD GREW UP
IN

ST. PETERSBURG

AND NOW LIVES IN
MIAMI BEACH,
WHERE HE SAYS HE
FEELS MOST AT HOME
ON THE BOARDWALK
OR WALKING ALONG
THE SHORE .

THE INVITING LANDSCAPE
In a tropical atmosphere such as Florida's, where
every living creature seems to thrive, a hostile
takeover by aliens is the constant concern of plants
and animals alike. Below the level of homo sapiens, a
long list of species and subspecies, including the
malelucca tree, the Australian pine, the water hyacinth, and the famous walking catfish, have come
forth and multiplied with such frightful success that
newer interlopers are often imported to counteract
the old, and then they in turn must be counteracted.
From his own lawn and beyond, the Floridian
adopts a wary attitude to these encroachers-weeds,
the neighbor's Oleanders, mildew, various varieties
of mold and fungus, and so forth. This carries over to
new neighbors who belong to a different clan. By
themselves they aren't a bother, but what if all their
friends move in?
The Floridian has reasons to worry about all the
friends moving in, because the state's population
continues to double every couple of decades. This
means that in the coming 10 years, today's inhabitants will be outnumbered by newcomers, whether
they like it or not. In the past, newcomers have arrived in great waves that have overwhelmed prevailing clans.
In Miami there was the famous Cuban takeover,
which created the great countermigration of non-

Cubans north to Fort Lauderdale and Palm Beach,
but people have forgotten that prior to the Cuban
takeover there was a New York takeover. The New
York takeover of Miami and Miami Beach was as
threatening to the sleepy Cracker inhabitants of the
1940s as the Cuban takeover was to the New York inhabitants of the 1960s and beyond.
The New York takeover of Miami Beach was primarily a Jewish takeover, which reversed the long
standing anti-Semitic policies of the original developer, Carl Fisher, who would not allow Jewish patrons in his hotels and envisioned Miami Beach as an
oasis of polo-playing WASPs. So first you had Fisher's polo-playing WASPs overrun by the Jewish New
Yorkers, and the closest they got to polo ponies were
the horses ridden by Italian New York cops. Lately,
the last retired, Jewish New Yorkers have been overwhelmed by models, movie producers, designers,
and trendy Italians, all of whom arrived in the wake
of "Miami Vice."
If Rip Van Winkle had lain down under a Miami
Beach palm tree five years ago, he would have been
surrounded by gawkers older than he was-mostly
women dressed in black, wrapped in scarves, and
speaking Yiddish. Now, five years later, he wakes up
to camera crews, bathing beauties, and rollerbladers,
and he's the oldest person on the beach by four
decades.

FALL/ WINTER 1993
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THE ABUNDANCE OF RETIREES
The latest youthful crowd on Miami Beach reverses a long- standing Florida trend: the beaches on
both coasts are a haven
for retirees, who cross
the border without their
best furniture and without their children. People
who set up housekeeping in a new place without their best furniture
and without their children tend to have divided loyalties. They live in
Florida, but they identify
with Cleveland, New
York or Chicago, or
wherever their best furniture is stored and their
children are likely to be
living and producing
grandchildren.
And what does it tell
us when thousands of
caskets are sent out of
the state every year,
filled with the bodies of
retirees who have requested to be shipped
home to be buried? That
Florida has not become a
true home of these residents, but merely their penultimate resting place, a
warm way station in which to relax and play golf,
the blessed limbo between Cleveland and the pearly
gates.
The movie "Cocoon" is a Florida production
through and through, in which the Fountain of
Youth (a tourist attraction from St. Augustine) is
transferred to a swimming pool in a St. Petersburg
house, and the main characters are St. Petersburg retirees who instead of going to heaven are transported to eternal life in a space capsule that might as well
come from Cape Canaveral. As they rise towards this
eternal life, the main character begins to look white
and snowy, just as he would in a blizzard up north.
So it's possible that they were just being sent back to
Michigan .
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the ground to confirm that Florida itself is neither
here nor there, because along the coastlines where
most of the population has collected, the real estate is
only a few inches thick, and floating on water. A
large percentage of the
coastal real estate was
dredged up from the bay
bottom, and the pioneer
lot buyers are confronted
with a tabula rasa of limestone and marl. Soil,
trees, grass, and shrubs
all have to be imported.
Analyzing the full,
cultural effects of living
on dredged land is a job
for
anthropologists.
Based on my own experience of growing up on a
Florida landfill, it doesn't
inspire awe. People are
inspired by mountains
and forests, but not landfills. In the movie "Grand
Canyon," a vanful of passengers from warring
factions in Los Angeles
suspend their ethnic hostilities long enough to
drive out to the Canyon,
where they hold hands
and join together in appreciation of God's handiwork. Such opportunities are rare in Florida, where
the closest thing to an awe-inspiring destination is
Disney World. Florida sunshine is our most important natural attribute, but the sun is regarded more
as an appliance than as a celestial body. Tourists feel
cheated when it doesn't shine.

People who set up
housekeeping in a
new place without
their best furniture
and without their
children tend to have
divided loyalties.

THE LACK OF SUBSTANCE
The Floridian on the lawn, who is neither here
nor there, only has to dig down a few inches below

8
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A LACK OF

SUFFERING

People don't expect to suffer in Florida. They
suffered here in the 1940s and the early 1950s, before
air conditioners were installed in every house, office,
and car, and before mosquitos were beaten back by
pesticides and by the concrete trucks that paved over
their habitats. Since the air conditioners were installed and the mosquitos were conquered, millions
have come Florida to escape the suffering they'd be
doing up North.
If there's any good about suffering up North, it
is the feeling of togetherness that is created among
the victims of snowstorms, as they scrape ice off

STAT E

s

0

their windshields and snow off their driveways.
Moreover, a major snowstorm gives people the
chance to help one another, which in turn creates a
sense of community among neighbors who normally have no reason to communicate. In Florida, this
same sense of community is brought by hurricanes,
and good neighbors are made when all the fences
blow down. But hurricanes do not occur as frequently as snowstorms do.
In addition, large numbers of Floridians, being
retired, do not have to suffer getting up and going
to work. This produces a schism between the workers and the players. The players are more likely to
live closest to the water where the real estate prices
are higher, while the workers are found inland, so
the interior has become what amounts to a giant service elevator, bringing vegetables and services to
people who don't have to work. The average Floridian has never set eyes on a migrant camp.

THE SUSPECT GEOGRAPHY
Finally, the very layout of the state, sticking
down into the Caribbean as Italy sticks down into
the Mediterranean, creates an identical result: the
more uptight inhabitants of the north distrusting the
inhabitants of the middle, who are slightly more
cosmopolitan and definitely more prosperous than
the people above them, while the inhabitants of the
middle distrust those in the south, who are regarded as lawless and trigger happy. Miami and Sicily
share this reputation.

ow that we've bottomed out in Miami,
I'd like to end this essay on a positive
note-Miami is the one place in Florida where clans have mixed, and contrary to popular opinion, we've all
begun to get along. Europeans and the
latest generation of New Yorkers have
discovered the magic of Miami, which is still distrusted by most Floridians, who would no more
want to vacation in Miami than they would travel to
Lebanon, and whose faces convulse in horror at the
very mention of it.
In fact, Miami is offered up by people in other
, parts of the state as a prime example of how cultures don't mix, and living proof of the wisdom of
cultural apartheid. Yet it is here in this crucible of
annoyance that a true Florida character is starting to
emerge.
I must admit that this love-in among the
Cubans, the Haitians, the Afro-Americans and the
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various sub-species of what the school system calls
"non-Latin whites" is not immediately obvious. Ethnic flare-ups occur every day in the grocery store
aisles and traffic jams and other such places where
people of diverse cultures are forced to interact. A
Miami resident, on the bad days, is convinced he or
she is living in a civil war.
The early rap on the Cubans, promoted by
yours truly among many other commentators, was
that the Cubans were not like normal immigrants,
and the arrival of hundreds of thousands of Cubans
was the beginning of the end for America, because
these exiles had no interest in learning the English
language or adapting to the American ways, and
wanted instead to transplant Havana to our soil.
Florida was the perfect place to attempt to
transplant Havana to our soil, based on prior successes of the Midwesterners transplanting the Midwest to our soil on the Gulf Coast, and the New
Yorkers bringing New York to Miami Beach. In fact,
most of the complaining about Cubans failing to
Americanize was done by Anglos who hoped that
they wouldn't, so they would someday want toreturn to Cuba.
Since these hundreds of thousands of Cubans
have arrived more or less at once, it seemed at first
as if Havana had been transplanted here, and many
of the older Cubans, thinking like typical Florida retirees, talked of nothing but their homeland, and expressed a desire to be buried on the island.
The Cubans were forced to leave their best furniture back home, but they brought along their children. These Cuban children, plus the children born
to Cuban parents in Miami, have taken their place
as adult members of society, and believe it or not,
the vast majority speaks English and pledges allegiance to the American flag and roots for the Miami
Dolphins, and now the Florida Marlins.
On the good days, a Miami resident marvels at
how far the city has progressed, and how a sense of
togetherness has developed among Cubans,
Haitians, old people, young people, and the Anglos
who didn't flee to Fort Lauderdale-and to a lesser
extent among American blacks, most of whom remain isolated in the ghettos.
Perhaps this sense of togetherness is similar to
one that comes after a street brawl, when the people
are too tired to continue fighting and walk arm in
arm to the nearest bar to celebrate. In any event, if
you cram enough people into one city, and if
enough of them are young, eventually they'll begin
to begin to think they have something in common.
Even in Florida. •
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LAND OF FLOWERS
here are you going? the relatives asked Grandma
Min and Grandpa Alex in Baltimore. To a slab of
sand with mosquitos and Indians? To pan gold
from the swamps? They lit out for Florida
anyway, valises and crockery crammed in their
model-T. The year was nineteen twenty-six.
Immigrants from Europe, they'd survived six pogroms (though
all her life Min's grandiose carriage and pretensions were
modelled on the royalty who sent Slavic mobs). Paradise
gleamed to the south: Florida's fish free for the catching, its
golden
fruits and opportunities, the fluted gold hem of its land, sun
blaring like a saxophone in the sky. Tourists with florid faces
needed beauticians and barbers, grand hairdos to match the sea's
marcelles. Alex laved them with a straight razor. Min modelled ·
perms in her shop where dryers the hot pink of motel signs
stirred the air. She reached for the gold ring at the ponies-ran
numbers, a small black slab of a notebook always in her pocket.
It was a sickness she passed on to my father. How many grand
did she lose to that sport that held out hope then floored

POET ENID SHOMER
LIVES IN GAINESVILLE,
WHERE SHE SAYS SHE
FEELS MOST AT HOME
SURROUNDED BY TREES
AND GREENERY, SUCH
AS ALONG THE
CHASSAHOWITZKA
RIVER (OPPOSITE),
PHOTOGRAPHED BY
CLYDE BUTCHER.

you with loss by less than a nose? In Florida they stayedthough their skin grew mottled with cancer from too much sun
and their grand dream thinned to a balcony overlooking The
Golden Shoe, a bar with drinks called "Thong Bikini" and "Sex
on the Beach." Their fishing holes slabbed
over with cement, they hooked into condos, America's laboratory of old age, those white stands of man-made flora. Land
of Flowers, that's what Florida means-the succulent gardenia
with its rusty edge and creamy middle, the heat and hope that
set them adrift like golden pollen with schemes illegal and
grand.
My grandparents' progeny spread through Florida like roots
through concrete slab, like veins of gold. Gone since the '60s,
they lie beneath this remodelled landscape, natives at last. •
FALL/ WINTER 1993
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am 60, my mother is 80. I live in New
York City, she lives in Tampa. Until last
year she lived in the section called Ybor
City where Spanish speaking cigarmakers settled more than a century ago. She
spent her entire life in the old house that
my grandparents moved to from Key
West. She never budged from Tampa-not even during the Depression when many cigarmakers went
North looking for jobs-and getting her out of the
family liouse took my brother Eddie and me years.
He lives in-Boise and is a few years younger-four, I
think. Mother was 63 when father died and that is
when we first began to talk to her about moving; a
good part of Eddie's and my lives we spent on the
subject, when you think about it.
I used to take turns with Eddie (Mother calls him
Edmundo) coming to Tampa every other year to keep
up what we called our two-pronged campaign. He
would report on his lack of success on the phone after
each trip and I would always end that conversation
with: "I wouldn't listen to you either-anybody that
moves to Boise from Tampa, man, you're a two-time
loser!"
Now that she has finally sold the old house at
what she thought was a fair price, he and I have come
on a visit at the same time. A kind of celebration.
(Our wives stay out of all of this, particularly visiting
Florida or one another or Mother.) Mother now lives
with her sister, also a widow, in one of those apart-

ment buildings for retirees sponsored by some
Protestant denomination or the other, but the old
house is as much on her mind as ever. Our first
morning there and she wants to be taken to it, not
the Centro Asturiano Cemetery where our father is
buried.
She considered it some sort of negligence that
the young black couple did not think to stay at home
that day. Not that she had called them: Latins believe
that it is bad manners to give advance notice that
you are coming by, as if you were asking them to go
to the trouble of entertaining them. Before she left
the car, she looked at the unmowed lawn and her
lips became thin.
"If I'd had a daughter," she said after circling the
house on foot and finding other faults, "every last
room in this house would have been filled with furniture and I would not have sold it.. .. "
"Forget about it, Mom," Eddie said. "Let's go eat
one of those Cuban mixed sandwiches-there's nothing also in Tampa."
"Forget about it?" she said.
The house began as a shotgun house, but a third
bedroom was added, then a little backroom that in
time was called the TV room, and finally a wraparound porch. During the war, the shed became a
carport with what is called a utility room attached.
The yards in front and in back of our house were a
tiny bit larger than the rest on the block, but not

much more. When I was a
THE CENTERPIECE OF ]OSE
kid there were sweet baYGLESIAS' BOYHOOD
nana trees along the back
NEIGHBORHOOD WAS THIS
fence; later, orange or
CIGAR FACTORY, WITH ITS
grapefruit; finally a camMAJESTIC CLOCK TOWER.
phor tree. In front, two
palm trees always.
She had kept everything in the house too clean
for its own good. She wore out tiles and linoleum
and paint jobs from washing them with strong soaps,
not with use. The annuals and the perennials were
urged mightily to grow and bloom. She fertilized
and mulched. She watered and trimmed, and she
fought the holly, which she felt grew at too fast and
wild a pace. The moment a frond of either of the
palm trees out front began to wither, off it went. She
did all this herself. No one, of course, had ever been
hired to come in and clean; no one else was allowed
either to mow the tiny lawn or to garden.
She also cooked and baked too much. All Spanish or Cuban dishes and desserts. And each time, of
course, the oven had to be scrubbed clean. Eddie
bought her a dishwasher, but she did not trust it. Finally, she began to admit that washing down the big
porch and its walls with a scrub brush and hose was
hard on her arthritic pains. Two and a half years ago,
her sister was widowed, and she caved in: they
would move in together. But neither would move
into the other's house and that is how we got them to
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apply to the church-sponsored apartment building
in the Hyde Park area. She
was self-conscious about
11
abandoning Ybor City for
the good part of town
where,_ as they used to say,
the Americans lived, and
did not tell many people
about her move.
She called a reallor
that a neighbor's relative
had once used, and then
the real struggle began.
Whereas in the past it was
Eddie and I who called her
every other week or so, she
now began to call us regularly to complain about the
reallor, to make declarations about what she
would do with the rooms
full of furniture and linens
and china, and to find fault
with the people who came
by to look at the house.
Also, to question the motives of the younger
cousins who now came by to visit her.
"I didn't like the way your cousin Yvonne was
asking what I planned to do with the porch furniture," she once began a conversation, and ended up
saying, "Everything is going to be for sale. I'm going
to have one of those garage sales and pick up a
penny or two. It's time I started thinking about myself."
That was during a call to me. Two days later, she
called Eddie to tell him she did not like the idea of a
garage sale. It was mercenary and bothersome, she
said. Eddie said she was not obliged to have a garage
sale, and she hinted that I was expecting her to hold
one instead of calling Goodwill and having them cart
off everything.
"Anyway, I must give something or the other to
every member of the family," she said. "I owe a lot
of favors."
Eddie called me, and at first he seemed to believe that I had brought up the subject with her and
urged the garage-sale solution on her. "Why would
I?" I said to Eddie finally, and he came up with a
laugh, not an apology. That irked me.
"A garage sale would only prolong the agony," I
said. "Think of all the phone calls about what to
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price each item!"
Mother had never been
anything but straightforward and truthful in her
ways, but we learned not
to take any development in
the sale of the old house at
face value. Was the realtor
as sneaky as she said? Did
he practically force her to
absorb closing costs for
Damon Thigpen? Should
she give Mrs. Thigpen the
refrigerator and kitchen
table and chairs as if it
were part of the sale price?
"If I'm giving a gift,"
she said, ''I'm giving a gift,
not the realtor getting the
credit for making it part of
the sale price."
Eddie was on the
whole laid-back about
these matters, but I occasionally commented on her
arguments, and it all eventually got reported to
Eddie as my arguments.
"Part of the sale price?" I said to her. "People
usually throw in the stove, but that's all."
Eddie called. "Why don't you let the old lady
give them whatever she wants?" he began, and then
laughed. "I fell for it! I fell for it! I owe you."
I reminded him of it that day when she stepped
across the street to talk to Corona before going to La
Tropicana. "You're paying for the sandwiches," I
said. Corona had known us most of our lives, so we
had to greet her, too. She said, "They are in trouble.
Not from anything they have said directly to me but
from what I hear."
Corona had a way of sounding mysterious about
non-Latins. She would not admit that although she
had come to Ybor City from northern Spain when
she was 16 she still did not, 40 years later, speak English. She consequently reported their doings and
their conversations with a great deal of indirection,
so as not to give herself away.
"More trouble," Mother said. "Ah me. Let us not
discuss it anymore."
Corona did not spare her: "It would not surprise
me if they are selling it."
On the way to La Tropicana, Mother enumerated
the things she had done for the couple. The closing

lf I'd had a daughter,"
she said after circling
the house on foot and
finding other faults,
"every last room in this
house would have been
filled with furniture
and I would not have
sold it ... ."
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YORK CITY, BUT
HE STILL
CONSIDERS THIS
YBOR CITY
HOUSE, IN WHICH
HE GREW UP, TO
BE HIS HOME .

costs she had paid at the realtor's suggestion; but
giving them the kitchen set and the porch furniture
had been her own idea. "I would have given them
the hanging plants, too, except his wife hinted about
them and no nice person does that."
In the parking lot of La Tropicana, Eddie said,
"It's their new house now, Mom-how they keep it
is their business."
"You never had a drop of sentiment in you," she
said.
She took time off from worrying about the fate of
the house to point out that the ham in her sandwich
had not been glazed. "Do you see that old-fashioned
iron they used to glaze it with? They always kept it
right behind the counter by the big hams. Like the
iron my mother used on clothes. They're too busy
serving all those Crackers who don't know any better."
She believed it was the wife who neglected the
house. She had never really cared about it. "I do not
think she would like any house," Mother said, "but
he was different. It does not have anything to do
with their being Negroes."

I said, "Who said anything about that?"
"And the real Cuban mixed sandwiches do not
have lettuce and tomatoes," she said. "You are taking
me back to the house when we are finished here."
Mr. Thigpen was sitting on the porch steps, his
head in his hand, as if posing as a picture of dejection. Eddie and I had never met him, but he hardly
had the energy to respond to our self introduction.
Mother had not done it; she was eager to get on to
what interested her.
"You going to sell the house?" she said.
"I can't keep up the payments," he said.
"It looks terrible," she said. "Nobody will buy it
the way it looks now."
"I'm just going to let the bank take it over," he
said, sounding angry himself. "I already missed the
payment last month."
Mother threw a hand up, the way she used to
when she was impatient with Eddie or me.
"Your wife ought to go out and get a job," Mother said.
He must have had complicated feelings about his
wife: he did not say anything, only looked away.
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Mother turned her back on him and headed for
our car.
Eddie actually said, "Good luck Mr. Thigpen."
Mother decided to speak to Corona first. Thigpen went back to sitting on the steps. Corona in turn
walked over to our car.
Corona said, "They are not frugal like us."

ithout saying anything to us, Mother crossed the street again. We saw
her open her pocketbook and take
out her wallet. Thigpen got up and
shook his head. She stared at him
and stopped counting bills from
the wallet. She said something emphatic and shook her head and came back to us.
She said, "Come, it is time to go."
Corona stepped back and then waved as I drove
off.
At the corner, Thigpen's wife turned into the
block driving an old pickup truck. The kids were in
the back.
"Maybe if I talked to her .... " Mother said.
This time I said, "Forget it."
Mother did not let us take the freeway which
takes you to Hyde Park in five minutes. We no
longer argued about it; I stayed on the old city streets
and I have to admit you see more that way. I said
that to Eddie and he added, "If you want to see more
of this town."
We were barely out of Ybor City when mother
said, "I know what I will do-l will buy the house."
"No you won't," Eddie said.
I said, "What makes you think the bank will sell
it to you at a reasonable price?"
I saw Eddie disagreed but kept himself from saying so.
"Turn around," she said. "I want to go to the
bank and talk to them right now."
Eddie slowed down but kept heading west on
Columbus.
"You buy that house and you won't have any
money left for yourself," Eddie
IN THE PARKING
said, and accelerated without
meaning to. "Tell her." He
LOT OF LA
looked at me for support.
TROPICANA, EDDIE
"How do you know?" MothSAID, "IT'S THEIR
er said to Eddie. "You do not
NEW HOUSE NOW,
know the state of my finances."
MOM-HOW THEY
Eddie parked on a worriKEEP IT IS THEIR
some street. He said, "You don't
BUSINESS."
have to go to the bank, you can
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We were barely
out of Ybor City
when mother said,
11
I know what I will
do-l will buy
the house."
11 No you won't,"
Eddie said.

buy it from him."
What the hell, it was the place I was born. I said,
"We could buy it together. But you do not move
back there."
"How do I explain it to my wife?" Eddie said.
"You talked her into marrying you," I said.
"I will leave it to you when I die," Mother said.
"You can tell her it is a very good investment."
"You're never going to die," Eddie said, but he
was already making aU-turn.
"You leave this to me," Mother said. "I will ask
him what is a rental he can meet. And if it suits me, I
will let him be the tenant. He knows he cannot fool
around with me-one month he does not pay and he
is evicted."
Eddie said, "I pity them," and I did not contradict him.
Still thinking ahead, Mother said, "Another day
I'll show her how to wash down the porch and sides
with the hose I gave them." •
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he woman runs forward with bread in
hand
and once again waves forth
crumbs at a cluster of pigeons.
But she stumbles and falls,
her paper bag of bread spilling before her.
The birds explode in shock.
For a long moment she settles there,
staring out to the unheeding boats
beneath an attentive sky of dark clouds.
You cannot understand why no one notices her.
She looks very old when the earth
accepts her fall from the graceful birds.
With the patience of coming darkness,
you reach down to her from your silence.
The woman's face rises toward you.
Her mouth flutters like birds' wings.
Her hand gentle as bread touches your face.
Under the shade of palms you lead her.
"I am Milagro, the old woman of the park.
Do you know what I am saying to you?
I sleep here. This is my bed. This is my grave.
Do you understand? I wonder if you understand.

Dios mio, es muy caliente. Fuego sin el diablo.
I would not doubt that storm forgets us.
It is too hot for it to waste its cool rains here.
Turn to me. Can you hear me? Can you hear me?
You can't. You can't, can you? You can't.
18
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Do you wonder why I am here? Do you?
Bueno, senorita of no voice, I will tell you.
The son I released from this womb
had me locked away for good, or so he thought.
One night he comes into my unadorned room
in the back of his grand house;
he says it's time for me to go to another place,
to pack my things.-Oh, look at that bird. Look.
He loves that pretty one there. You see.

A POEM BY YVONNE SAPIA

How could they do it in front of mi nietos?
The police come, you know, it gets that bad.
They shine their flashlights in all our faces,
and I wonder, where is God right now?
Then my son shows the police some papers.
There is no interrogation, no dolor.
They all nod and nod in the night,
and I just cannot scream anymore.
Doesn't that happen to you?

FOR MARY, WHO
GAVE PHOTOGRAPHER
ALEX McKNIGHT
SEVERAL DIFFERENT
LAST NAMES, "HOME"
IS THE STREETS OF
TAMPA.

Doesn't that happen when the tears do no good?
Of course. How crazy I am. You are mute.
But your dark eyes tell me you scream inside.
Los gritos de adentro are the loudest.
They are snakes asleep in the stomach.
They are fear-knots.
One day Castro came through our town;
all the farmers gathered around our new leader.
But, inside, I felt the fear. Casas malo.
Bad, I told my husband. I warned them all.
My town never listened. My husband never listened.
You are listening better than any of them did.
We thought our son would grow up in a free Cuba,
but freedom didn't exist. Doesn't exist.
On a very hot day soldiers came for my husband,
and I call him from the swaying fields
where he is working his sugar cane men.
The fields part as he approaches the house.
The fields bowed at his passing shadow.
Ah, Castro has called on him at last,
my proud husband was probably thinking.
My husband was un abogado and once mayor,
but he preferred to be el hombre de la finca.
He had on his broad-brimmed straw hat.
It was tipped slightly over his eyes.
He was dressed in white down to his shoes.
He was an angel walking through a green heaven.

You see how they wrap their necks around each other.
I have been watching those two. See how they rub.
How wonderful to be that close again and trustMy son enters the only place I have left to hide in,
the room I pay him for with mi dinero,
and says it is time to go
and carries my bags to his car.
His wife is pulling at my arm, dragging me out,
and I am asking, what you doing to me?

With three laughing soldiers, he departed,
down the dusty road cutting across our finca .
Into that morning he disappeared.
My son brought me his father's pipe;
it had been set down briefly by the door.
The pipe was w arm, still bur.:ning in sweetness.
Leave the pipe in the ashtray I told my son.
Your father will soon return, I told my son.
Soon.
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I watched that pipe go smokeless.
I watched the road for three days.
My husband never returned.
These eyes never saw him again vivo.
But I saw the laughing soldiers.
They swept across the fincas, mad as locusts.
One after another, the husbands disappeared,
the wives and children grieved and waited,
and the fincas were taken from us.

With this hair, this mad hair, I look crazy.
Day and night I have hidden in the park
without putting a comb in my hair.
I have become a bruja. Como no?
So I must cackle and fly like a witch
into the coming rainstorm,
into this delicious wind from the bay.
Watch me. Mirame.
The world feels no guilt for the death of a witch.

Look across the bay, quiet one.
Do you see how storms grow out there?
Do you see how the clouds take shapes
of puffed-out, dark, and unshaven men
with sharp points in their dark eyes
aimed like knives at the heart of this city?
That's what Castro's men did to me. To Cuba.
They pulled my son and me from our home.
They did terrible things to us. To me.

Oh, please, mudita, I do not mean to upset you.
I will sit back down like a good old woman.
Here, do you want to see my teeth?
Here, let me pull them out.
Interesting, aren't they?
It is like holding a part of your own body.
Let me sit them here in my lap.
A woman holding her own teeth on her lap
yet trying to find her voice.

My poor son watched. Then there was no more of him.
Then the name of the mother and son was no more.
Cambiamo ese dia, long ago.
We both died that last day en la finca.
My son did not speak to me for a long time.
And suddenly one moonless night we got in a boat
with other refugees from las fincas
and rowed the black ocean, going west, west,
moving upon black water until the sun rose.

Mira. Click, click, click. They speak for her.

When we reached the Florida shore,
we rushed out on the sand and wept.
I sometimes look up at the stars
while I am sleeping here in the park,
forcing their deaf ears to listen,
listen as you do now as I speak to ears of stone.
The stars remember the crowded boat of my escape.
Every night they repeat my rescue.
Every night they give the gift of direction.

My laughing girl becomes una vieja loca,
tied to the bed posts in a place called a home.
The exiles come secretly into my room,
talk to me, kiss me, comfort me, untie me.
And I walk out the door and drift down the streets.
I sit by the river and talk to friends from la isla.
I go to Calle Ocho and pick the best yucca.
I stop for cafe negro y pan de agua con mantequilla.
But like always, someone finds me.

There were no stars the night my son moved me out.
The police did nothing to rescue me.
My son showed them some papers.
Many worlds have been destroyed because of papers.
I was put in a home, a 'home' they called it.
It did not look like my home.
It was a museum of despair for old Cubans
who once left their home to find a home,
and now they were exiled once again.

They would find me and take me back.
Or my son would find me and take me back.
I brought us both to this country to be free,
but he said I was crazy and lost.
And he was sick and tired of me getting lost.
Jesus on the cross, I don't remember getting lost.
Tell me, silent one, am I lost?
I lost Cuba. I had enough of being among the lost.
There were no miracles for Milagro.

On my first morning I woke up tied to the bed,
my wrists bound to the posts.
I cried out for my freedom
and was told I was difficult and violent.
Wouldn't you be if this had been done to you?
Wouldn't you? My own son betrayed me.
He told them I was crazy. Am I crazy?

But then a miracle did happen.
I was a prisoner in the place called a home.

Mas o menos? Mas o menos.
Puede ser.
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They speak for both of us.
They speak for the invisible face in the air.
They are mysterious. They are grave.
Then they laugh. Click, click, click.
Let me put them back where they belong.
They made you laugh.
I used to be a laughing girl in the sun.
When innocence is gone, so is the laughing girl.

No era mi casa pero se llama una casa.
On the night of this past full moon,
I was tied to my bed, dreaming of the ocean
and of lost boats that tried to cross it.
I feel asleep and woke up, fell asleep and woke up.
When you're old, you do that all night long
to make sure that yes, yes, you're still alive.

That night I awoke and saw a figure in white.
Era blanco, muy blanco at the open door.
I thought it was the moon.
The figure moved closer, and I feared it,
for it did not speak, it did not make a sound.
It came to my bedside,
and when it was upon me, it began to untie me.
And the figure took its shape.
It was a man in white from head to foot.
After untying my right wrist from the bed post,
his cold hand knocked over a glass of water.
And then he did a very strange thing.
He stooped down and began lapping up the water
from the night table, licking the water
as if he had been thirsting all his life,
as if he had no water to quench his awful thirst.
His tongue scraped across the night table.
I could hear the licking in the dark.

PoET YVONNE
SAPIA GREW UP IN
NEW YORK AND
MIAMI AND NOW
LIVES IN LAKE CITY,
WHERE SHE
TEACHES AT LAKE
CITY COMMUNITY
COLLEGE. HOME,
SHE SAYS, IS
WHEREVER HER
BOOKS ARE.

Que quire? Who are you? I asked him.
Stop that. Stop that licking. Voy a gritar.
He kept licking, very slowly. Like a cat.
He lifted his head.
He glowed like a doll glows.
And in the dark room, I realized I knew him.
'I have been so thirsty, Milagro.
So hungry and thirsty. No food. No water.
They starved me to death, Milagro.'

Come, hija, the mute and the crazy must dance,
dance around the statue of our savior.
The park dances also in the blur of rain.
See the movement in the trees, among the bushes.
The bushes and the trees sway and move towards us.
They run towards us with waving arms.
Espera. Espera. Mira que cochinos, not bushes.
Mira son soldados de linea. Carre.
Those are soldiers coming for us. Escape.

This white figure was my husband,
mi marido desaparacido anos atras.
He had come to release me from my chains.
Tears poured from my weak eyes.
He placed his death hand on my hand.
'They are starving you to death too, Milagro.'
His words stopped my whimpering.
Si, mi marido, I said to him,
and I began untying my other wrist.

They will beat us. They will rape us.
Corre, corre. We must return to the sea."
You fear the distant figures approaching.
You fear the dark uniforms, the long dub5,
the guns, the shining buttons and badge5.
You hide behind the statue of the fallen llilader,
the base pressed cold against your back
The uniformed men do not notice you.
They chase the old woman in the harsh rain.

I removed my nightgown in the dark
and stood desnuda before my dead husband.
He stared and said nothing while I dressed.
In the shadows he drank what was left of us.
Urgently, he told me to go to the park
and wait by the patriot's statue.
We walked silently out the door of the home.
He disappeared and I was alone on the street,
alone but drinking from freedom's cup at last.

Her arms flap like the wings of pigeons.
She swoops to the edge of the water and stands
on the concrete wall that holds back the tide.
She appears to be ready to fly. Nothing can stop her.
She small-eyes the dark uniforms running for her.
They freeze like statues, bodies stiff in surprise.
The old woman plunges into the gray water.
She goes under, comes up, and begins her long swim.
The men stand on the wall arguing with each other.

Here I wait for a miracle among the pigeons.
And you have come to me. Are you the miracle?
Surely good things happen to those who are good.
This good park and this good grass and this good soil
deserve the good rain that is coming.
Rain, I return to you clean as a child.
I face your storming, ready to declare libertad.
Let us dance around the statue of the freedom fighter,
gentle rain baptizing us, the exiled ones.

One man removes his gun, his shirt, and his shoes.
He does not want to jump into the ruthless water.
He argues with the others who hold the long clubs.
You stare out into the unrepentant rain
but cannot see her anymore in the storm.
She had disappeared in the choppy bay.
As the man dives in, you turn to the trees,
slip past the benches, and run until you arrive,
our of breath and drenched, at the convent door. •
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hen Grim flew from Durham to
Tampa to be with his father, there
was a weak, disorganized depression far out in the Atlantic. Grim
noted the irony. For months, depression had been thought the
cause of his father's lethargy. Weariness, loss of appetite, disinterest in the usual diversions of fishing,
the Picadilly cafeteria, Perry Mason re-runs-classic
symptoms. His father's wife had died three months
earlier, in May, discovered dead on the day she was
scheduled to see a doctor for persistent gastrointestinal pains. She had, in fact, spent the night vomiting,
but eventually settled into sleep . Grim's father
washed and dried towels and the bathroom rug. He
took the cool, damp cloth from her forehead and
eased into bed with her. He awoke the next morning

in time for the trip to the doctor, but she wouldn't.
She looked comfortable, tucked snugly under the
soft blue-and-cream comforter she had recently
bought, but her skin was too cold. His father had
reason to be depressed, Grim thought. And the doctors agreed. This was the second wife Mr. Power has
lost, the first being Grim's mother, whose mind had
skipped away gradually, and long before her will to
live.
His father was already in the hospital by the time
Grim arrived. A friend, Mr. Gloss, had taken him.
Low-level oxygen in the blood. Lungs not up to
snuff. The doctors gave him hospital oxygen and
considered tuberculosis for a time, used that theory
as a stall, Grim thought. His father knew it was cancer. Grim. by then, suspected it. The doctors finally
confessed. They started chemotherapy the day before Grim got there, big doses intravenously to be
spread over three days.
Grim rented a car
and got to his father's
WRITER]OHN HOLMAN
room 20 minutes before
NOW TEACHES IN THE
the end of visiting
ENGLISH DEPARTMENT OF
hours. Mr. Power was
GEORGIA STATE UNIVERSITY,
asleep-the nurse had
just given him a pillAFTER A STINT AT THE
but he awoke long
UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH
enough to acknowledge
FLORIDA. WHEN HE THINKS
Grim's presence. His
OF HOME, THE IMAGE THAT
face was slack from
COMES TO MIND IS OF A
sleep and age, with a
thin
white stubble. He
GROVE OF TREES WHERE HE
smiled,
lightly shook
PLAYED WHILE GROWING UP
Grim's hand-held itIN NORTH CAROLINA.
and asked about the
flight. He drifted off
again in the soft blue fluorescence of the room's
night light while Grim described the sparkly, night
beauty of Tampa Bay from the sky. The nurse told
Grim he could stay as long as he wanted, all night
would be fine . But Grim sat a while, watched the
LV. drip, checked whether or not his father had
things he needed-shaving equipment, extra pajamas-and then drove to his father's house.
It was a white, two-bedroom stucco with aqua
shutters. He expected the inside to need cleaning,
given his dad's recent mood. But it was in pretty
good shape. It seemed he'd been living in only three
of the six rooms; his bed was unmade, the bathroom
sink was dirty, and crime magazines cluttered the
table beside the sofa in the den. Apparently his father was still reading those despite his depression, an
interest he indulged after retiring as a federal mar-
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shal. Grim picked up one that showed two tousled
blonds in sheared jeans and low-cut off-the-shoulder v-neck sweaters. They knelt over a bound, nearly naked tattooed man, and one held a big knife to
his throat. The cover graphics read: Deadly Vixens
Vex Florida Police.
The next morning Grim took the interstate expressway to town and the hospital. It was the last
day of the first round of chemo, and Mr. Power was
scheduled to go home after lunch. He was anxious
to leave, Grim discovered. Oddly, cancer or no, he
intended to go that weekend to that annual
Shriners' dance. He was feeling a lot better, he said,
and though a little bit pitiful in the hospital bed, he
looked pretty good to Grim. He no longer had the
oxygen tube at his nose. His thin white hair was
combed, and his tan scalp was as smooth as the rest
of his skin. He had been some form of bald for as
long as Grim could remember. The chemo wouldn't
do much damage there.
When the woman came by "MR. POWER AND
GOSS WADED IN
with the lunch tray, Grim raised
the bed and rolled the dining
THE TURQUOISE
table into place across his father's
SURF WHILE GRIM
lap. He lifted the plastic cover SAT ON A LAWN
a thrilling moment; what's for
CHAIR ON THE
lunch? - and revealed green
BRIGHT SAND ."
string beans, yellow squash,
brown beef patty, and vanilla
pudding. There was also a glass of iced tea protected
by a crimped rim, white paper cap.
"Oh well," Mr. Power said. "Want some?"
"Let see what you don' t eat," Grim said. "If you
want to go to that dance, you have to get strong."
"Well, I promised Goss. I think he got me to the
hospital just so I'd be able to go."
"You have a date?"
"You, I guess."
The midday news was on television high on the
wall. It showed a map of the Atlantic Ocean where
the depression resided. The sound was turned down
on the speaker clipped to Mr. Power's pillow, and
Grim watched the latitude and longitude numbers
appear on the screen; then, an address to the TV station for ordering a hurricane tracking map.
"We're getting that," Mr. Power said.
"What? You sent for the hurricane chart?"
"No. What for? We're getting the hurricane."
"It's a tropical storm way out in the ocean somewhere. Eat something, will you?"
Mr. Power balanced a coin of squash on his fork
and ate it. He took the paper lid off the tea and
poured in Sweet and Low. "The last hurricane I was
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in was when I lived in New Jersey," he said. "That
was a long time ago, the time I left your mother, who
was crazy even then, you know. I could only sit in
my house and watch trash cans blow by the window."
Grim sat in the green vinyl armchair at his father' s head. He examined the stitching on his boot
toes, and then looked at the framed picture on the
wall. It was a farm scene - a barn in a field on a
lovely day, unnaturally clear with colors unnaturally
bright. It was corny, except that it really was soothing. "Pop, how could you leave me with a mother
who was crazy?"
"To tell you the truth, I didn't know she was sick
at the time." He sipped from the bent, flexible straw
in the tea. "She was making me nuts. She was a crazy
wife, not a crazy mother."
"Well, OK," Grim said. But she became a crazy
mother, so afraid of interstate driving that, when
Grim was 12, she drove 50 miles on the shoulder to
get to her brother who had just suffered a stroke. To
get back home, Grim had to drive. He was tall
enough, and could follow her directions. After that,
she put him in charge of most things - cooking,
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He knew his father
wanted him to stay,
but he had only
planned a week. Who
would want to live in
this state, with its
weird killers, its killer
weather?

shopping, paying bills - though she still took in typing for professors and students at the college. For
years, Grim had dreams about headlights shining in
his eyes, speeding out of deep black highway space.
Thursday and Friday, after coming home, Mr.
Power felt bad - side effects from the chemo. No
nausea, for which he had pills anyway - just weakness and an ill feeling that he couldn't describe. Then
Saturday he was up making plans for the Shriner's
dance. He took out a tuxedo for Grim to wear. It was
old, with wide, peaked lapels. Grim hung it back on
the rod in the closet and went to make lunch. His father had eaten very little over the last two days, but
he told Grim that if it weren't for him, he wouldn't
have eaten a thing.
Mr. Power lay down again, and Grim made
grilled cheese sandwiches and cucumber and tomato
salads. He warmed some soup from a can. The
weather system in the Atlantic had reached hurricane
strength. Eighty miles per hour, the weatherman
said. The portable black-and-white on the kitchen
counter showed its swirl heading west. A hurricane
watch for South Florida would likely be posted by tomorrow. So soon. It was an unpredictable storm.

Maybe, thought Grim, it would go away.
Grim peeled the cucumbers, and he alternated
from hoping that the cancer treatments would help
his father and realizing that of course his father was
going to die. It made cooking for him strange. Knowing and forgetting waved over Grim's consciousness
like flags . Lately when he thought of his father, he
imagined him at three different stages almost simultaneously - young and moving blithely about his
life despite child and erratic wife; brave and sick old
man; and dead. Each image hurt. He arranged the
food on a white lap tray and took it to his father's
room.
"All these crimes," Mr. Power said, indicating the
splay of crime magazines on the bedspread. "I get
them on the daily news, in the newspaper. Your child
toilet bowl drownings, your dismembering, mutilations, serial murders, drive-by shootings, all right
here in the state. Really bizarre stuff. Goss says the
country funnels all of its debris down here. It' s the
last hope of the unhappy. They get here and see no
hope at all, and then who knows what they think?"
Grim said nothing. He took a sandwich for himself and waited for his father to begin eating. Grim
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made clinks with his own fork against his salad
plate. His dad gave a tight resigned smile and
speared a cucumber slice.
He knew his father wanted him to stay, but he
had only planned a week. Who would want to live
in this state, with its weird killers, its killer weather?
He hoped Tampa was far enough north not to be hit
by the storm, but Florida was risky. At least you
could see a hurricane coming - you could get out
of the way if you needed to. He thought of the poor,
propped-up palm trees he'd seen lining the median
of Tampa's expressway. They wouldn't stand a
chance. And what about the poor people in the projects and trailer parks he'd seen around town? What
chance would they have?
He watched his father eat the salad and remembered the yellow heat lightning in the black and purple sky when he was a kid, when his father and
mother lived with him in North Carolina. Those
were hot and humid nights, his parents drinking
cold Pabsts and sitting on the porch in green, slatted
rocking chairs, the thunder rolling closer - scarier
- and his parents saying they hoped it would
storm, cut the heat. Grim would be afraid of the ultimate crack in the sky, the world falling apart.
Tampa, he'd heard, was considered the lightning
capital of the world.
He tried to imagine what his father was feeling
now, what it was like to know your days were numbered. Mr. Power had shown Grim where the safety
deposit key was kept. He'd told Grim about his will,
about some other property nearby. But Grim
couldn't move to Tampa. He had his towing and
used-car business back home, and his girlfriend
Phyllis. Of course, he could tow and sell cars anywhere. And Phyllis, a teacher, could get a job here if
she wanted. He could even marry her, if she wanted.
Or his cousin could run the business, as he wad
doing now, at least until his college started back in
the fall. How much time did his father have, anyway? The doctor had said six months without treatment. But at 77 years old, how long would he live if
he beat the disease? How much did it matter? His
father had lived a long time already, and Grim had
been without his father nearly his whole life.
At 4 o'clock, Mr. Goss called and said that because of the threat of bad weather, the Shriners'
dance was canceled, even though the real threat was
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at least 24 hours away. That night, Grim called Phyllis, and she wanted to know what they were going
to do about the hurricane. The television graphics
showed the storm almost right on top of Florida. It
would engulf the state. Why didn't Grim just bring
his father to North Carolina today?
y mid-morning the next day, the hurricane was a category three. The news
showed people in Miami boarding up
windows and hauling small boats
away from harbors. The storm was
predicted to hit land around midnight.
Nobody could predict for Tampa. It
remained under a watch, and people were buying
extra water, batteries and canned goods. Grim went
to three grocery stores, a mall, and a building supply store to find the things he thought they might
need. People were edgy. Nobody seemed really
friendly. He stood in one long line where a family in
front of him and a family behind him spoke past
him excitedly in Spanish or Portuguese. Their carts
overflowed. One sales clerk said she hoped she'd
never have to sell another battery as long as she
lived.
Mr. Power went to bed at 11 that night. Grim
telephoned Phyllis again. He wanted to talk about
moving down to Florida, but he didn' t; it was too
soon, he was sure. For all he knew, there would be
no Florida after tonight. He promised to call her tomorrow to let her know he was safe. And he did.
Tampa was unharmed the next morning. The sky
was a strange, bright pewter, but there was hardly a
strong breeze. It was peculiarly sunny - silvery.
Children, because school had been closed, played in
the street in front of the house.
It wasn't until the next day that he saw pictures
of Miami's destruction. Miles of property had been
crushed. Many people had died. Zoo animals ran
wild in the streets. People roamed about looking for
where their homes had been. And it seemed to Grim
that people in Tampa couldn't believe their good
luck. They looked slightly d azed, guiltily happy, but
sad, too, as if a bullet had hit the guy behind them,
as if someone else's daughter was the victim of the
serial killer.
It took two other long days for Grim to contact
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various support agencies to find someone to cook
and clean for his father. He could get a nurse whenever he needed one. Goss could drive him for his
medical check ups . Grim took him for the first
scheduled visit, and the blood levels were OK; Mr.
Power was having a relatively easy time with the
chemotherapy. In a week, though, his remaining
hair would be gone. And in four weeks, he would
have to go back into the hospital for the second
dose. So far, his x-rays showed no change in the cancer, but according to the doctor, that was good news;
it hadn't spread.
Still, Mr. Power was depressed. He had expected
the cancer to recede. On the ride home, Grim suggested they go to the beach. Why not? he said. The
hurricane was gone. The beach was calm. Really,
there was nothing they could do about the devastation down south. This was Grim's last day.
"I've already missed Mason," Mr. Power said.
"You'll like the beach. You're gonna be shocked at
what the women wear." Grim felt like crying. His father amazed him. He always had, in one way or another.
They got Goss to come along, too, and on his
suggestion they drove to Sarasota. It wasn't too far,
and Mr. Power and Goss waded in the turquoise
surf while Grim sat on a lawn chair on the bright
sand. Colorful sails drifted by and the occasional
yacht came into view off the horizon. People
lounged and swam as though the hurricane hadn't
happened, hadn't even threatened. Some of the
women were truly beautiful. Grim tried to read a
crime magazine, but he kept looking up at a young
couple in radiant swimwear throw a green translucent Frisbee.
A lifeguard .drove by on a three-wheel motorbike, and he stopped down shore to peer through
binoculars out into the gulf. He blew his whistle, but
Grim couldn't see what the problem was. He
thought drowning victim first, then shark. His father
and Goss began wading in the direction where the
lifeguard pointed, as though the lifeguard wanted
people to go there, and then Grim noticed a wide
darkness floating in the water. Some of the people
on the shore moved down to the water's edge while
some in the water got out. The darkness was a large,
formless shadow under the waves, like an oil slick,
or a cloud of poison ink - some hazard let loose by
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the hurricane.
Grim stood and motioned for his father to come
out, but he and Goss kept walking toward it as it
moved closer. Maybe it was a huge school of fish,
Grim thought, until a blunt rubbery-looking tip of
the thing broke the surface and quickly resubmerged. An old raft? Still, Grim trotted down closer
to his father and Goss to yell for them to get awaydon't walk toward the thing, for heaven's sake.
Groups of people joined Mr. Power and Goss in
the water, waded up beside the darkness, some with
cameras. They gathered around it and escorted it
past where Grim stood. His father waved him in,
and Grim flowed in near the back of the entourage
beside a large blond man holding a small movie
camera. "What is it?" Grim asked. The man smiled
brightly and answered casually and abundantly in
what sounded like German. After a while, Grim
trudged away from him to try to catch up with his
father who was near the front of the group slowly
making its way up the coast.
Suddenly, several knobby, rubbery tips protruded from the blob and sank again, and then it made a
swift flowing movement to reverse itself, bringing
the crowd back toward Grim. "Don't touch," someone shouted. "It may be against the law."
"Manatees!" a woman said. "Endangered! It's
incredible!"
The German man answered her in his language,
and she said laughingly, "Yes, yes, yes. Seven altogether!"
"Swiftly, they turned again, passing right by
Grim's legs. He was with his father and Goss, now.
He walked with them a ways while Goss guessed
the reasons for the manatees. Mr. Power said, "Goss,
it's immaterial," and Goss trailed his hand in the
water to touch one.
When the crowd grew larger and the walk took
them far from their lawn chairs on the beach, Grim
dropped out and climbed back onto the shore. He
watched until he could no longer distinguish his father and Goss. It was amazing that his father had the
energy for such a walk. Grim hoped they'd be back
before sundown, because Goss had said the sun
turned orange-red and melted into the gulf like
candy. He wanted to see that with his father, to see if
it was true, gather further evidence and further hope
that anything at all could happen. •
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ZEN WALK
IN THE AFTERMATH OF

HURRICANE
ANDREW
How all things must come to restthe rake screeches with stones
and leaves singed by mildew.
And there, a solemn point
where balance halves the empty world
into mates: the metal shell
of the boat leaning against the railing
near the roofless gym embraces its hollow,
and the branch finds its stillness
after parrots light on its nakedness
and their green cries are swallovyed
tide-like by the hum of motors gardening
and the rattling of sweaty foreign tongue.
How all tl).ings yearn to be restored
from the disasters of stillness,
yearn to leave themselves:
the concrete U' s of benches tossed
leaf-like by August weather,
the stammered urgencies
of headlines caught in their journey
to trashdom, snared on the pruned branches
of the gardener's obedient shrubs.
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A POEM BY
RICARDO
PAU-LLOSA

How the buildings mock the roughness
of what was once fluid sand and virgin stone
and celebrate, "Here, among our geometries,
lie the destinies of shell and rock,
lumber and desire, for there is no rest
without the hand-made shadow, the roof
that says to us, 'This is your spaceyou who never knew what it was
to live simply among the gifts and lights.
111

How all things began to remind.
The dragonfly pinning itself to the air's lapel,
its wings haloed by velocity, is somewhat like
the green parrots in the perfect rectangle
of the branch-strewn plaza behind us,
in turn evoking the order of trailing students
strange in their re-mappings of the familiar
and thinking, What should I notice to excel?
and so miss the point, much as I have,
failing again to see how little kinship
I've endured for others' wounds, how the easy
noble thing the storm inspired
was to compare its passing ravages with history
and say, 'But over there is my island
torn by decades of tyranny, and what could it matter
that this suburb bleed when that nation drowns?'
Except that this freshly pierced shell
has become less exile than home.
Close. Closer still. Even as my back is turned.
My eyes slide up the careful walls
minutely, the hourglass sand of new love. •

A FLORIDA CITY MAN SITS IN THE REMAINS OF
HIS LIVING ROOM AFTER HURRICANE ANDREW.
POET RICARDO PAU-LLOSATEACHES AT MIAMIDADE COMMUNITY COLLEGE. AN ART
COLLECTOR, HE FEELS MOST AT HOME
SURROUNDED BY PAINTINGS AND SCULPTURE.
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MAKING

FLORIDA

HOME

THE PRIDE
AND THE SHAME
AN ESSAY BY BEV ERLY COYL E

oday I live and work up north, a long
way from home in many ways. I work
with colleagues and students who
think of Florida, if they think of it at
all, as a place where someone in their
family turned into a family problem.
"You were born there," someone will invariably exclaim, "are you serious?" That's when I'd get the
sinking feeling-the feeling of being native to something below sea level. Or at best the dangling thumb
at the base of the hand.
All really serious people of work and industry
form a tight U.S. fist while Floridians point in some
clearly playful, double- jointed direction. We look
like we've been hitch-hiking the whole time while
everyone else has been behaving responsibly. It's not
true, but who will believe me. Up north I never have
time to tell the whole story. Or, if I'm given a little
time, I fear I sound crazy in my rush to say who I
am-fifth generation, whatever that means. For my
students it means I am the first redneck who has ever
touched their essays with a blue pen.
So when people ask me where I'm from, I'm
tempted even now (especially now) to name some
NOVELIST BEVERLY COYLE WITH HER THREE -YEAROLD COUSIN REBECCA LEE BEFORE THE O VIEDO
HOUSE WHERE THEIR GREAT-GREAT-GRANDFATHER
LIVED IN 1 870 .

PHOTO BY BEN VAN HOOK
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"better" southern state, since being from Georgia or
Tennessee is okay. I'm not proud of this temptation;
it makes me seem to myself like a teenager wishing
for a different set of parents.
Florida is much too complicated to name as one's
home without explanation. And yet we can't blame
the world's simplification of Florida entirely on commercialism. It is all too apparent that people make up
simple places to think about or joke about or to fear
inordinately. Florida, the Mildew Capital, the
Alzheimer's Capital, the Take Your Life in Your Own
Hands Capital of the World.
I suspect that most Floridians know well the
sinking feeling I'm describing. Everyone feels it, and
not just the natives. It's even, if I may say so, what
makes Florida home. Whether young or old, early or
late, impoverished or wealthy, working or retired, I
propose that if you feel your pride right along with
your shame, then you are participating in Florida's
richer, longer story, whether you know it or not.
To explain and then prove my proposition, I'll
start where all writers have to start-with myself.
But at least it's a Florida self and something of a
start.
In the Fifties of my childhood, the early birds
and the snowbirds all flocked together, and even
way back then people suspected it wasn't natural. If
the Florida heart-and-body split wasn't yet articulated, surely our weirdness was starting to be felt. Having left your heart up north was what a lot of people
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had in common, but they were often too polite or too
distanced from us to discuss it. Few guessed at the
difficult future of today in which one of the biggest
mixes of people in world history would keep happening like grass growing underfoot.
I think we knew at the very least that we didn't
feel rock-solid when it came to making or having
made history. Florida was already too murky and involved too many similar Spanish forts running together in people's minds. We early birds of several
generations often kept quiet about a more recent
Florida past. We perceived that it was repellant to
the visitors-the thought of our impossible lives as
year-round inhabitants. How did we bear the
months of swelter and steamy mirage? Florida was
not air-conditioned or even imagined to be. It was a
place one called home only if one got stuck here the
whole time.

f this self-perception hurt our feelings,
we didn't let our ruffled feathers show.
We were the Earlys who had caught the
worm; they were the Snows just visiting
but trying to act committed, which we
appreciated. And besides, we were curious. Our curiosity is a secret that I've always wanted to tell you. We may have even been
proud of these people.
"They just ran circles around us," we would say
every January when, for example, our small church
group began to swell in number. The choir always
sounded better, the Sunday School classes became
more dynamic, the Men's Club got itself up to something lively and the food at our Family Night Suppers tasted "unusual." If there was defensiveness,
ambivalence or anything snide behind our praise, I
wasn't yet aware of it. I had my own praise and
proof: in Girl Scouts, the co-leader, Sandy, was likely
to take us hiking while she was down from Syracuse,
and all I knew was that we wouldn't have known
"hiking" any other way. Sandy taught us about frostbite and hypothermia! She taught us how to make
life-saving air pockets inside an avalanche. It was exotic. There was sex education hidden in all that information about the deciduous tree.
It occurs to me now that the Snowbirds and
Sandy hadn't the least idea of our mythology of high
energy in certain people and trees. The first tales of it
dated back a long way. For my family it dated back
to my great-grandparents who were living in Seminole County in the 1870s and had come from Lake
City, Florida before that. Retirement had not yet
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been invented, but the idea of "rest
cures" and the treatment of consumption was starting to be a part
of the country's collective hope,
even if people didn't yet know
where to go for TB. Not surprisingly some people with TB flocked to
Florida and invaded my grandparents' paradise. Those invaders
were the ones too refined and too
religious for the populated coastal
resorts. They were willing to explore. They all put on highwater
boots and waded into the hearts of
darkness where they found my
great-grandparents eating hearts
of palm.
The story that got handed
down about those first Snows was
that they were a breed who
"couldn't sit around on a gold
mine," our metaphors getting all
scrambled up. Few people realize
today that they were the ones who
eventually drained and tiled the
hammocks and set out the first
100-acre citrus groves as a moneymaking venture. Yes! My greatgrandparents (already natives by
two generations) learned the citrus business from
newcomers, not the other way around. And some of
those newcomers paid bankrupt local timbermen
hard cash to take wagons to Volusia County and
grub for saplings that were then hauled back to
Oviedo, recently named by the postmaster. A northern newcomer physician by the name of Henry Foster was interested in finding out what hybrid buds
could be grafted to those saplings. He knew he had
to have oranges that could withstand a little cold
weather. Ten years later, those groves were as pretty
as a picture, and not many years later the good doctor got up a plan for a cooperative, narrow-gage railroad between Oviedo and Lake Jessup, where the
first fruit could go north by steamboat and bypass
what the crackers called "the highway robbery" of
the Atlantic Coast Line. In time, the FC&P (The Florida Central and Peninsular Railroad) was christened
by Mrs. Henry Foster as "The Friends, Come &
Push."
I grew up on the story of The Friends, Come &
Push-those few miles of track that allowed my
great-grandfather Lee to make good on a Lake City
timber loan he'd been hard pressed to pay back. Un-
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POOR

TO LEAVE, THE
LEES TOOK
OVER ONE OF
THE FINE
WINTER
HOMES ON
LAKE CHARM,
CRUMBS AND
CHINA AND
ALL."

Florida was not
air-conditioned or
even imagined to be.
It was a place one
called home only if
one got stuck here
the whole time.

beknownst to them, the Yankees saved great-grandfather from a common source of shame. Later he was
entrusted with the keys to the fine winter houses that
slowly went up on Oviedo's Lake Charm. Right after
New Year's, his boys were put in charge of opening
up shutters and flues before the Yanks got to town.
The girls were made to take their brooms to all the
dead roaches and bull bats. The retirees, meanwhile,
were relaxing in private pullman cars all the way to
Jacksonville before connecting with a less classy
steamboat ride on down the St. John's River. No way
to get to Oviedo otherwise.
My grandfather, the youngest Lee, was only a
four-year-old when disaster hit. No one living
through it ever forgot the three nights of the Big
Freeze of 1895. The bark splitting open on every slender tree "was like the distant sound of rifle shots,"
C.S. Lee wrote to me almost 90 years later. I was up
in New York when he and I began a late correspondence. He wrote how Mrs. Foster was said to have
cried herself to sleep the second night when people
plugged their ears so they wouldn't hear the fruit
crashing to the ground. The third night it was too
quiet to sleep, and at the end of the week the groves
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looked like someone had
before her, never tried to
set them on fire. Gentleseparate the two fine
men broke down in front
lines-the one they creditof the ladies. The women
ed to pioneer stock, and
were ordered to pack up
the one they credited to
their clothes. China was
the Yankees for whom releft right on the tables
ligion and education were
and crumbs on the tableas bound together as the
cloth. "The verdict was
sapling and the bud.
in," my grandfather
After 1895 the Lee
wrote, "you couldn't
family-homesick for Dr.
grow citrus in Florida."
Foster-knew that the
There is a lot in this
Freeze had been a passing
story that haunts me as I
act of God and a very
imagine how those early
mixed blessing. Too poor
Lees must have had their
to leave, the Lees took
sinking feeling about Dr.
over one of the fine winter
Foster when he and his
homes on Lake Charm,
kind first got to Oviedo.
crumbs and china and all.
The Civil War was barely
It had been built by Bishover and Floridians had
op Ninde, who lost his
fought as hard as Georshirt, too. The utterly degians. I give the Lees and
feated bishop wrote to ask
other Crackers great credGreat-grandfather to send
it for adjustments they
payments of a hundred
made in their hearts as
dollars a year for 10 years
PHOTO BY BEN VAN HOOK
they stood by and
(with no interest). Over
watched the enemy make
time, the longer story
BEVERLY COYLE NOW LIVES IN NEW YORK AND
itself at home and work
began to be refined in our
TEACHES AT VASSAR COLLEGE . HER LATEST NOVEL
on their turf. They could
minds: if the Freeze was a
IS IN TROUBLED WATERS, PUBLISH ED BY
not have been certain that
passing act of God, then
T ICKNOR & FIELDS .
there was much in it for
the invaders' imprint on
them.
the family's consciousness
Nor could Dr. Foster have been certain he
was one of His permanent ventures.
wouldn't lose his shirt in a freeze. But in his spare
The Mixed Blessing is the official state feelingtime he'd built a new Sunday School in Oviedo
more important to embrace than is our state tree or
where he taught local children to say "He gave me a
flower. Or call it now the more awful Sinking Feelsoul" instead of "He give me a soul." These may
ing-each change threatening to eclipse the last, and
have been lessons that stung Great-grandmother
each arriving group hoping to be the last. Every new
Lee's pride, though in time it transpired that good
group can seem the worst nightmare of the group
grammar was something destined to stick less in her
before. (I try to forgive the Lees and Fosters for alcraw than in her aspiration for her children. Before
most certainly forgetting what sort of nightmare
the Great Freeze, she had time to become so proud of
they'd been for the Indians.) Whether we're one of
grammar and other things about the Yankees that
the invaders, or else one of the invaders forgetting
she permitted one of her daughters to accept an invithat we are, sooner or later we all have to struggle to
tation to spend a summer season in Chicago under
feel at home with our part in the boom and bust histhe most proper of guardianships. Later, that same
tory here. In order to do it gracefully, we are people
daughter and three more (four out of five of my Lee
who have to hang on to our hats, which is never a
great-aunts) attended institutions of higher learning
graceful image. If we cannot, then we find some state
between 1900 and 1917. So, Freeze or no Freeze, my
where the triumph is not so necessary.
mother's life as a second generation college graduate
Because when the bloom is off, there's real work
turns out to be a rarer statistic for her age group than
to staying in heaven. No other place will demand as
is her Florida ancestry. My mother, and her mothers
much of my patience, or require as much of my love. •
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Join us in
Making Florida Hon1e.
I

n just one generation, Florida's population has more than doubled. New residents stream across our borders from
Buffalo, Detroit, Cuba and Haiti looking for
freedom, economic opportunity and retirement in the sun. Ask a Floridian where he's
from and he will likely name the place
where he was born.

A Special Offer!

To many Floridians, ours is a state with
no history, no culture, no traditions - a residence, not a home.
"Making Florida Home," our newest initiative, provides the opportunity to introduce or reaffirm our state's rich and dynamic history and culture.
Join us as we invite Floridians to examine the concept of "home" and "community" and the roles they play in our public and
private lives.
FHC does not charge for programs. Our
ability to serve Floridians depends on
grants from the National Endowment for
the Humanities, state government and private corporations and foundations, and increasingly upon of individuals such as
yourself.
Your membership helps us Make Florida
Home for all of our citizens.

As

Join FHC before March 1 and
you can receive this original
print by Florida's foremost
landscape photographer, Clyde
Butcher. Contributors of $150 or
more will receive a signed,
original print, matted to 20
inches by 26 inches. Contributors
of $75 or more will receive a
signed lithograph, matted to 18
inches by 23 inches.
Please use the enclosed envelope to
send in your membership today.

A MEMBER YOU RECEIVE:

• Subscriptions to "Forum" and
our newsletter "Humanities News"
• Opportunities to participate in
our scholar-led travel programs.
• Discounts at booksellers
throughout the state.
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